
Ted Johnson

The most  popular bandleader in the Twin Cities  was Ted Johnson,  a
musician  who  on  first  impression  was  much  more  insular  than  the
Iversons. But Johnson's ensembles were highly urban and while more
heavily  Swedish  than  (Thorstein)  Skarning  or  Slim Jim,  he  could  be
termed multi-ethnic  also,  for  the  way  he  popularized among  the  city
population the Scandinavian-American dances, the Gammaldans, which
appealed  to  people  in  hard  times.  As  a  violinist,  Johnson  helped  to
transform traditional Old-Country, string-based ethnic dance known as
Bygdedans to an accordion-based style similar to the old-time American
polka, waltz, and the like.

Johnson,  a self-taught  musician,  was born in 1903 and took up the
violin at age six.  He chose that instrument in particular on the basis of
his admiration for the famous Norwegian virtuoso, Ole Bull. By the mid-
1920s he had organized his own eleven-piece orchestra and must have
achieved some notoriety, for his group's first major engagement was at
one of Minneapolis' leading hotels, Hotel Nicollet. This booking suggests
that  he  was  already  seeking  to  go  beyond  his  own  Swedish  ethnic
community for a general audience.

For some reason Johnson next went back to a more ethnic repertoire in
1926.  Olle  i  Skratthult  brought  him  into  his  troupe,  especially  to
entertain  patrons  at  those  famous  post-performance  dance  sessions
where Gammaldans was carried on. Johnson stayed with that ensemble
until  about 1930, when he joined another well-known and exclusively
ethnic orchestra of the time, led by Oscar Danielson. He finally decided
to reform his own band and got a booking at the well-known Stockholm
Cafe in the heart of the Minneapolis Swedish quarter, which became his
headquarters for the rest of his career, until the mid-1940s.

Although  Johnson  now  appeared  to  concentrate  his  band's  activities
within the ethnic enclave, he also made some changes that appealed to a
broad  Scandinavian-American  and  American  clientele.  He  engaged  a
talented  accordionist,  Orville  Lindholm,  who  could  play  the  more
Americanized  numbers,  and  in  the  summertime  he  often  took  his
musicians on tour to more openly public locations in the Midwest and
Northwest states. From the mid-thirties through the forties, Johnson and
his  orchestra  played  a  mixed  repertoire  to  heterogeneous  audiences,
especially third-generation Scandinavian Americans, at such places as
the Minnesota State Fair; he performed on stations WCCO, WGDY, and
WTCN in  Minneapolis  and KFYR in  North  Dakota;  and  he  played  at
various Minnesota dance halls, the famous Prom Ballroom in St. Paul,
and  Norway  Hall  and  the  Uptown  Auditorium in  Minneapolis.  These



dance halls were nearly always full, as the cost of admission was low in
the late 1930s, 25 cents before 9 P.M. and 35 cents afterward. Because
of his popularity, he twice cut records, in 1936 and again in 1945, for
RCA Victor and Brunswick in Chicago and Fargo, North Dakota.

In  selecting  a  name  for  his  orchestra,  Johnson  provided  a  further
indication  of  his  increasing  readiness  to  mix  his  both  ethnic  and
American  pieces  in  his  repertoire.  At  first  he  called  his  group  the
Nordvest Skandinavisk Orchestra, which he later changed to something
more Anglicized: Ted Johnson and his Midnight Suns.
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